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'put hot bricks on him, pour acid down his nose, flay him, rack him,
string him up, give him the "Cat",' and, though allowance must
be made for comic exaggeration, the savage spirit of the words
tells a certain tale.
On the other hand, there can be little doubt that the Athenians
treated their slaves well. The law even safeguarded them to a
certain measure against excessive brutality. It was not permitted
to put a slave to death. Unprovoked assault laid the assailant
open to prosecution; it is probable that a legal limit of fifty
strokes was set to floggings. We are definitely told that slaves
at Athens were anything but cringing creatures. They would
even elbow passers-by out of their way in the street; and the
trouble was that it was unsafe to punch their heads; for in dress
and appearance they were so like the free-born citizens that it
was quite easy to make a mistake. In Aristophanes' play above
mentioned the comic slave called Xanthias is as pert and out-
spoken as Sam Weller in Pickwick; and he loses no opportunity
of scoring off his noodle of a master.
The fact is that the Athenians knew well enough that lenience
paid. Slaves worked better when well treated. In the home they
were frequently accepted almost as one of the family. Many
were given skilful and responsible jobs. Out of the score or so
of slaves whom a well-to-do citizen kept, there would be clerks
and copyists as well as menial workers. In the craft-shops, too,
large gangs of slaves were frequently employed alongside of
free-born labourers. They were even given wages and allowed
to accumulate savings, with the prospect that eventually they
might purchase their freedom. Generous masters sometimes
gave them their liberty as a reward for long service. When freed,
they enjoyed the same rights as resident foreigners; some rose
to a position of prosperous independence. One became a
celebrated banker.
There was one form of servile employment, however, which
stands by itself and which sheds a terrible sidelight on the